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Education
Analysis of Financial 
Accounting Coverage 
in the Practice Part of 
the CPA Examination
Editor:
Tonya K. Flesher, CPA, Ph.D. 
The University of Mississippi 
University, MS 38677
By Abdel M. Agami and Ula K. Motekat
The Board of Examiners of the 
AICPA approved Content Specification 
Outlines for the Uniform CPA Exami­
nation on August 31, 1981 (AICPA, 
1983). These specifications will remain 
authoritative through the November 
1985 examination. Effective with the 
May 1986 examination revised specifi­
cations will guide the Board of 
Examiners (AICPA, 1985). In order to 
help in predicting the probable effect 
of the 1985 Content Specification Out­
line on future CPA examinations, the 
authors studied the last ten examina­
tions (May 1980 through November 
1984.)
Since Croll has recently analyzed 
the coverage of cost accounting 
(1982A) and of auditing and business 
law (1982B), this study was limited to 
the financial accounting coverage in 
the practice section. The authors 
wanted to determine, first of all, what 
differences, if any, existed between the 
actual coverage on the examinations 
and the Content Specification Outlines 
(hereinafter called the AICPA Model) 
and, secondly, whether the adoption of 
the Model resulted in any material 
changes in the financial accounting 
portion of the practice section.
Results of the Study
In their analysis the authors com­
puted, first of all, the minutes allocated 
to the four accounting areas Financial 
Accounting, Cost Accounting, Not-For- 
Profit Accounting, and Tax Account­
ing. In all cases the maximum time 
allowed for each multiple choice ques­
tion or problem was used. The minutes 
were then expressed as percentages 
of the total 540 minutes allowed for the 
two practice sessions. The results of 
this analysis are shown below, 
together with the relative weight the 
Board of Examiners assigned to each 




AICPA Model Nov. 1984
Financial Accounting 55 51.5
Cost Accounting 15 18.3
Not-For-Profit Accounting 10 9.8
Tax Accounting 20 20.4
These numbers show that Not-For- 
Profit and Tax Accounting with aver­
ages of 9.8 percent and 20.4 percent, 
respectively, adhere closely to the 
Model’s desired 10 percent and 20 
percent, respectively. This is true not 
only for the average of the ten exams, 
but also for each individual exam. 
The percentages for Not-For-Profit 
Accounting varied only between 9.2 
percent and 10.2 percent; for Tax 
Accounting it was 20.4 percent for all 
ten exams.
For Financial and Cost Accounting 
the above averages do not tell the 
complete story. Financial Accounting 
varied from 50 percent for the first 
seven exams to 54.7 percent and 55.1 
percent for the last three exams. Cost 
Accounting shows, understandably, 
the reverse trend: for the first seven 
exams the coverage varied between 
19.4 percent and 20.4 percent, 
whereas in the last three exams it 
dropped to 14.3 percent and 14.7 per­
cent. In other words, the AICPA 
Model’s desired coverage, as 
expressed in 1981, was not attained 
until the November 1983 exam.
Within the financial accounting area 
the AICPA Model distinguishes among 
six topical groups. To determine the 
actual coverage of these topics in the 
last ten examinations, the questions 
and problems in financial accounting 
were analyzed and classified by topi­
cal group. The maximum minutes 
allowed for each topical group were 
then expressed as a percentage of the 
total time allowed for financial account­
ing. The results of this analysis are 
shown below, together with the AICPA 
Model’s desired coverage for the six 
topics.
The ten exams studied show a wide 
variation in coverage for each topical 
group. For Topic I, Financial Statement 
Presentation, coverage varies from a 
low of 4.1 percent on the May 1983 
Exam to a high of 41.8 percent on the 
November 1980 Exam. However, for 
the last three exam coverage varies 
only between 16.8 percent on the 
November 1984 Exam and 29.3 per­
cent on the November 1983 Exam. 
The gap between actual and desired 
coverage has therefore decreased in 
the latest exams.
The variation for Topic II, Assets, is 
about the same, ranging from 5.1 per­
cent in the November 1980 Exam to 
41.8 percent in the May 1981 Exam. 
Again the variation decreases for the 
last three exams to between 15.7 per­
cent in the November 1984 Exam and 
29.0 percent in the November 1983 
Exam. But the actual coverage still 
differs substantially from the desired 
coverage for assets.
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The variation is not quite as great for 
the remaining four topics, and the 
averages for these topics are also 
much closer to the desired weights.
If the averages for the first three 
exams studied (both 1980 exams and 
the May 1981 one) are compared 
to those of the last three exams 
(the November 1983 and both 1984 
exams), some interesting changes are 
seen. For three Topics, III, V, and VI, 
coverage increased. For Topics V and 
VI this resulted in a closing of the gap 
between actual and desired coverage. 
For Topic III the increase overshot the 
mark, resulting in actual coverage for 
the last three exams (11.9 percent) 
exceeding desired coverage (9.1 per­
cent). For the other three topics cover­
age decreased between the beginning 
and end of the period analyzed. For 
Topics I and II the decrease narrowed 
the gap between actual and desired 
coverage. But for Topic IV the 
decrease was too much, resulting in 
actual coverage for the last three 
exams (7.0 percent) being below 
desired coverage (9.1 percent).
Although the AICPA Model does not 
assign weights to the subjects listed 
under each Topic, the authors decided 
to analyze the ten examinations to see 
which subjects were stressed. For this 
purpose the coverage of each subject 
listed under the six Topical Areas in 
the AICPA Model was analyzed, both 
as to frequency of coverage and time 
allotted to it in the exams. Table I lists 
the subjects given the most emphasis 
in the last ten exams.
It can be seen that the eleven sub­
jects listed in Table 2 should use up a 
little over half of the total time (and 
presumably the total points) allocated 
to financial accounting. In other words, 
a candidate cannot expect to pass the 
financial accounting portion of the CPA 
exam by concentrating on these 
eleven subjects. Since all other sub­
jects receive less than 2 percent of 
the time allocation, a candidate must 
be familiar with many of them in order 
to achieve the 75 points needed to 
pass the exam. The subjects fre­
quently covered in the last ten exams, 
on which a prospective candidate 
might want to concentrate, are listed 
in Table 3.
Conclusions
Although the revised Content 
Specification Outline was announced 
in January 1985, it was not yet availa-
Average for Ten Exams
TABLE 1




from May 1980 
Through Nov. 1984
I. Presentation of Financial Statements 
or Worksheets 27.3% 20.3%
II. Measurement, Valuation, Realization, 
and Presentation of Assets in 
Conformity with Generally 
Accepted Accounting Principles 18.2% 25.2%
III. Valuation, Recognition, and 
Presentation of Liabilities in 
Conformity with Generally 
Accepted Accounting Principles 9.1% 11.0%
IV. Ownership Structure, Presentation, 
and Valuation of Equity Accounts 
in Conformity with Generally 
Accepted Accounting Principles 9.1% 10.9%
V. Measurement and Presentation of 
Income and Expense Items. Their 
Relationship to Matching and 
Periodicity, and Their Relationship 
to Generally Accepted Accounting 
Principles 27.3% 26.6%
VI. Other Financial Topics 9.1% 6.0%
Financial Accounting Subjects Emphasized
TABLE 2






Statement of Changes in Financial Position 7 9.2
Marketable Securities and Investments 10 5.6
Receivables and Accruals 9 4.8
Inventories 10 4.9
Property, Plant, and Equipment 10 5.3
Payables and Accruals 8 2.9
Bonds Payables 10 2.7
Sales or Revenues 10 9.8
Expenses 10 6.0
Provision for Income Tax 10 2.7




ble from the AICPA when this article 
was written. However, based on the 
results of this study, the following con­
clusions seem warranted:
1. Coverage of the four accounting 
areas did not change significantly over 
the seven examinations given from 
May 1980 to May 1983, the period dur­
ing which the 1981 Content Specifica­
tion Outline was adopted and 
implemented. Significant changes are 
only observable for the last three 
exams, when the desired coverage of 
financial and cost accounting was
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TABLE 3
Financial Accounting Subjects Frequently 
Tested in the Last Ten Exams
Frequency of
Subject_______ _ __________________ ________ ___ Coverage
Intangibles 7
Deferred Income Tax Liability 9
Contingent Liabilities and Commitments 8
Preferred and Common Stock 6
Retained Earnings and Dividends 8
Treasury Stock 7
Partnerships 6
Recurring Versus Nonrecurring Transactions 
and Events 9
Accounting Changes 8
Historical Cost, Constant Dollar Accounting, and 
Current Cost 9
Segments and Lines of Business 7
Analysis of Financial Statements 10
NOTES
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approximated. It is therefore reasona­
ble to expect that any changes in the 
1985 Content Specification Outline will 
also take about two years before they 
are implemented.
2. The wide variation in actual cover­
age of Topics, observable early in the 
five-year period analyzed, has recently 
decreased, resulting in considerably 
less variation in the last three exams. 
During the same period the gap 
between actual and desired coverage 
has been narrowed, though not elimi­
nated, for most Topics. Any changes 
in coverage of these Topics will prob­
ably take equally long before they are 
even approximately implemented.
3. Within each Topical Group some 
subjects are favored to the detriment, 
sometimes even the exclusion, of 
others. This trend will probably con­
tinue under the 1985 Model.
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It is hoped that the findings of this 
study will help the Board of Examiners 
in designing future CPA examinations, 
assist students in reviewing for the 
examination, and guide instructors in 
deciding topics to be covered in their 
courses. Ω
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Changing Prices from page 33.
types, current cost and constant dol­
lar, may have detracted from the use­
fulness of the supplementary 
information. Third, more experience 
with the data may increase its useful­
ness. Fourth, if all disclosures were 
dropped, and had to be reinstituted in 
the future, the redevelopment costs 
would be high and the availability of 
trend data would be significantly 
lessened.
Current Status
The FASB issued an Exposure Draft 
on a proposed SFAS entitled, “Finan­
cial Reporting and Changing Prices: 
Current Cost Information” on Decem­
ber 14, 1984. Comments were due 
March 15, 1985 with a final statement 
scheduled for early in the third quar­
ter 1985. If issued, the proposed State­
ment will supersede and combine 
Statements 33, 39, 40, 41, 46, 54, 69, 
70, 82 and Technical Bulletin 81-4.
The continued disclosure will still be 
of an experimental nature. Further, it 
will be supplementary and limited in 
the items to be disclosed. The pro­
posed Statement differs from State­
ment 33 by eliminating general 
purchasing power adjustments and by 
requiring companies to present current 
cost data in average of the current year 
units of purchasing power. The intent 
is to reflect the effects of changes in 
both prices of specific types of assets 
and general inflation. Whether the 
intended goals will be accomplished is 
yet to be seen.
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